Development and ossification of the feeding apparatus in the larvae of two co-occurring species of kob (Sciaenidae), Argyrosomus japonicus and Argyrosomus inodorus, in South Africa.
The teeth of the oral jaws of two sympatric species of Argyrosomus, Argyrosomus japonicus and Argyrosomus inodorus, found along the South African coast developed first on the premaxilla and then on the dentary of the lower jaw. Teeth were observed on the premaxilla of A. inodorus [head length (LH) = 1·0 mm; notochord length (LN) = 2·7 mm] at a smaller size than in A. japonicus (LH = 1·2 mm; LN = 4·7 mm). The ventral elements of the gill arches (hypo- and basibranchials) were not ossified by the end of preflexion. The fifth ceratobranchial began ossifying and possessed pharyngeal teeth by 1·2 mm LH (LN = 4·7 mm) in A. japonicus and 1·1 mm LH (LN = 3·2 mm) in A. inodorus. To complement the osteological data, stomach contents were also analysed as a proxy for feeding apparatus functionality. Prey were first present in the stomach of A. japonicus at 1·2 mm LH (LN = 4·7 mm) and only 22% of the stomachs contained no prey suggesting that A. japonicus is already actively foraging by preflexion. In comparison, 83% of the stomachs of A. inodorus contained no prey and a single prey item was present in the largest examined specimen (LH = 1·6 mm; LN = 5·4 mm). Elements of the feeding apparatus begin to ossify early during ontogeny. While the overall pattern of ossification is similar between the two species, A. japonicus may be able to begin feeding at smaller head lengths relative to A. inodorus in their nursery habitats.